Characterization of HBV2-like infections in Spain.
Hepatitis B viral serum markers suggestive of infection by hepatitis B virus type 2 were found in 354 patients tested in the laboratory during a 2.5 year period of study. Confirmation of the HBsAg reactivity by neutralization and subtyping analysis and determination of serum HBV-DNA by molecular hybridization were carried out on selected samples from these patients. Clinical and epidemiological data were obtained from 234 patients and serological follow-up was done in 70 cases. The results obtained from the confirmatory tests and DNA assays indicated that HBsAg reactivities were specific, being frequently associated to low levels of HBV-DNA. The incidence rates obtained for HBV2 serological patterns among patients at different level of risk for HBV infection, as well as the finding of a high rate of coinfection with hepatitis A virus among those showing acute hepatitis, suggested that the HBV2 agent could be transmitted by the oral route. An hypothesis considering the so called HBV2 infections as resulting from infections by an HBV variant strain which has an improved ability for non-sexual, non-parenteral transmission is suggested. Specific recommendations for detection and confirmation of such cases in blood banks are also outlined.